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Chasing Spies,

By MARILYN CHASE
Sta’f Reporter of Tk WaLL STREET JOUANAL
SAN FRANCISCO-To his conservative
partisans, Joseph P. Russoniello, the U.S.
attorney for the northern district of Califor-

nia, is a splendid prosecutor. To detractors, '

he is a man insensitive to civil rights. In his
nine months in office, the 41-vear-oid Rea-
gan appointee has managed to attract both
ire and admiration from those who have

- He attracted mterranona.l auer.non by

‘acting agalnst an alleged conspiracy to

transfer IBM computer secrets to Japan,
thus winning points for the Reagan adminis-

U.S. Attomey Makes His Name

< Mr. Russoniello denies having had dis-
criminatory motives. Indeed, the mention of ; the $57,000-a-year federal job entailed a
discrimination induces from him stories of i“sacnfnce of $80,006 2 year,” Mr. Russon-
his own boyhood as an Italian baker's son in " iello says. “My wife and I really thought it
a lower-middie-ciass neighborhood of Jersey over.” He says that they conciuded: “If we
City, N.J. He says that ethnic slurs directed didn't do it. who wou'd?”

at Italians caused him to put his 1966 New Once sworn in and installed in his 16th-
York University law degree touse as an FBI floor federal-building quarters. Mr. Russon-
agent. He took his first job in-law enforce- : iello quickly won the Joyaltv of FBI and Cus-
ment *“as a purge, to lay to rest the unjust ° oms Department agents with his zeal for

-watched “his performance.-:. S

tration in Silicor Valley. And he has enraged -

minerity groups and civil-rights activists by
looking for aliens  among vegistered voters
{in nine California counties) who had re-
quesied ballots in Spanish or Chinese.
The racially selective investigation, un
dertaken to defermine whetber noncx'xzens
were vol.ng in elec- - TR
tions, ~ brought the :.
resignation of an as-
sistant U.S.. attor-
ney, .8 , lawsuit
charging .fhat Mr.
Russoniello had vio-~
lated the equal-pro-
tection clause of the
Constitution, and al- 33
legations- - that . Mr. . %2¢5
Russonielo was In- ¥
timidating nmonty 3
VOters.

somello has the support of his superiors at

Wnile Mr. Rus- Jo'-ep’l P. Russomello'

the Justice Departmem. he has become a :

target of liberals. “*He might be an experi-
enced ‘rial lawyer,” says Rep. Don Edwards
of California, “but he has a lot to Jearn
about civil rights.”

. Some critics, Mr. Edwards among them,

' say that the voter investigation is a symp-

tom of something larger. "lt s right in hne_
with the (Reagan) admiristration’s insensi-
tivity Lo minorities,” he says. “They’re try-
ing to turn the clock back on civil rights.”
Such charges have been denied repeatedly
by the Justice Department. Rep. Peter Ro-
dino, as chairman of the House Judiciary
Committee, wrote to Attorney General Wil-
liam French Smith likening Mr. Russon-
ieilo's searcn for aliens to an inquisition.

assocjation of Italian- Amencans and th
Mafia.' :

He spent ms year with the FBI mvsti
gating the Ku Klux Kian in Mississippi. But
such brushes with bigotry, if anyihing, stiff-
ened his conservatism. *I'm hard-line on
law-and-order issues, moderate on social is-
sues,” he says.

. After his hitch with the FBI, he joined
the office of the San Francisco district attor-
ney in 1967, where he attacked prostitution
and pimping in the city's Tenderloin brothel-
hotels, invoking Calx!orma s red- lxgbt abaxe-
ment law. :

Moving Stories -
As an assistant d:stnct a:torney, be man-
aged to win respect even from oppositg

"1 counse]. **He was a formidable opponent,”
-1 recalls Gilbert Elsenberg, a liberal defense

attorney who often faced Mr, Russoniello in
court in the early 1970s. He says Mr. Rus-
sonielic could move a jury *“with poignant
stories to rip your case apart.”-

Mr. Russoniello parlayad his trial experi-
ence on the public payroll into a job that led
to a partnership in the firm of Cooley, God-
ward, Castro, Huddleston & Tatum, where
.an .associate says: ‘'Joe was.a tremendous
trial lawyer. He would run from one tna] to

1 the next, and he always seemec to win.”

Mr. Russoniello's winning streak suffered
one expensive interruption when he ran for
district attorney of San Francisco in 1979.
Late entry, biunt talk and political naivete
doomed his candidacy, political sources say.

run a poor fourth. Voters *basically igrored
me,” he says.

Despite his costly loss, the race did win
i Mr. ‘Russonielio something important~the *
.nonce of Republican power brokers. G. Jo-
: seph Bertain Jr., a lawyer and longtime
| Reagan talent-spotter says: “'I'd observed
' Joe for 10 years, and he had lmpeccable cre-

dentials to be U.S. atiorney.”

He spent $40,000 of his own money, only to :

ecx.te e

'An Active’ Invesngamr
“Some U.S. attorneys prosecute only

when they're sure they'll win,” says William

of Mr. Russoniello’s since the two were in
law -school together. "But Mr. Russoniello
will take even a difficult case ““and run with
it.” Thomas Boyd, the speclal agent in

wait to be handed evidence. . 7

pursue Righ-technology - theft, illicit drug
tratfic and voting fraud. -

companies, Hitachi Ltd. and Mitsubishi

crets was already under way when Mr. Rus-
soniello was sworn in. But he assumed the
leaderskip of the cases, he says, “with a de-

weuwld prosecute.” He has asked the Justice
Department to assign seven attorneys to San

very serious,” lLe says.

line on drug traffickers, and his intentlons
_vis-a-vis the estimated 500 to 1,000 mari-
1juana plantations of northern California are
- sure-to be controversial. “We have a $1.5
billion Sinsemilla industry that is untaxed,
unmonitored and turning violent,” he says,
referring to a potent variety of marijuana
grown hereabouts. His sentence against pot
farmers would be equally strong: land sei-
zure. And while that might smack of Prohi-
bitien, existing statutes provide for seizure
of assets in drug cases, and the prosecutor
believes it to be a strong deterrent.

LONIINUED
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charge of the U.S. Customs Office here,
adds: “If I teke Joe evidence and he says
|we can't prosecute, I know that mnobody
could.” Mr. Rezgan and Mr. Boyd both say .
«:hey appreciate the prosecutor because he -
«1akes an early and active role in the investi-’
; gative phase of a case and doesn't passively-_

Early in kis tenure, Mr. Russoniello ou‘-f

lined an agenda harmonious “with- Reagan;
2dministration priorities; he  intended to-

The FBI's undercover mvesngamn of al-i'-
leged efforts of two Japanese computer.

Etectric Corp., to obtain IBM computer se- -

termination that I, rather than Washington,”

Mr. Russoniello also is adopl.ng a hard

hands-on mvesdgatxr Z and his dme to pros-

Reagan, an FBI special agent and & friend :

Jose, in the heart of Silicon Valley. “The
problem of. prot tecting critical technology is




